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For Aunt Betty


Foreword

Myths and legends reflect a nation’s soul, and for Britain, the greatest repository of such tales is the Arthurian material known as the Matter of Britain. From the sixth century to the present, these stories have inspired countless writers and dreamers. My first Arthurian book was a child’s version that had all the difficult bits edited out, and I was still enchanted.

There are so many possible interpretations of the Arthurian legends, and they can be constantly reimagined to offer new insights and reflect new realities. Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur, one of the early books printed by William Caxton, England’s first printer, harkened back to the noble days of chivalry. Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queen was a long allegorical poem that was clearly intended to flatter Queen Elizabeth I. Alfred Lord Tennyson’s Idylls of the King is much concerned with how the adultery of Lancelot and Guinevere introduced evil into the shining purity of Camelot. T. H. White moved from the playfulness of a badger tutor to looming war to a final spark of hope in The Once and Future King. Marion Zimmer Bradley’s The Mists of Avalon brings a feminist and pagan slant to the story. Mary Stewart’s wonderful Merlin cycle concentrates on the powerful sorcerer who is the catalyst to creating Britain’s greatest hero. I could go on and on, but you get the idea.

Mary Stewart was the writer who first introduced me to an Arthurian saga set in a historically believable fifth-century Britain, which has been strongly shaped by centuries of Roman occupation. Though Joan Wolf’s general story line follows Sir Thomas Malory, she places her marvelous The Road to Avalon in this Romanized Britain. Wolf’s richly realized world has Roman roads and cities and memories of glory, but the legions have withdrawn and now the land is threatened by encroaching barbarian tribes. It is a time of transition, when the remnants of civilization are in danger of being destroyed forever. A land in need of a great leader.

I’ve read any number of Arthurian stories, and I even wrote a novella in which, in true romance writer fashion, I gave Arthur the happy ending I thought he deserved. But I’ve never read a version that had greater psychological resonance than Joan Wolf’s treatment.

I first read her book when it was published in 1988, and I remembering blinking a bit when I saw Merlin as Arthur’s grandfather and Morgan as Merlins young daughter. But why not? There is no definitive version of the legends, so one of the lures of writing an Arthurian story is the chance to reimagine the relationships. Joan Wolf writes relationships brilliantly, and does so in effortlessly accessible prose. I was immediately drawn into the story of the young Arthur, a wounded, wary, and brilliant boy.

For me, Wolf’s greatest achievement is that she returns Arthur to the center of his own story. Too often Arthurian tales concentrate on the Knights of the Round Table or the tragic love of Lancelot and Guinevere. King Arthur is treated like George Washington often is—as a hero who is so noble and so far above the common man that he seems more like a stuffed owl than a real person.

Just as Washington was a real man who surmounted his human weaknesses with wisdom and vision, Wolf’s Arthur is a charismatic, utterly compelling king who earns the love and loyalty of his people. It is Arthur’s understanding of horses and cavalry that enables him to build an effective army—and Joan Wolf really knows her horses. It’s Arthur’s wisdom and fairness that make him a king for the ages. As Guinevere learns, “When Arthur was present, you did not look at anyone else.”

Perhaps the one irreducible element of the Arthurian legends is the tragic love triangle of Arthur, Guinevere, and Lancelot (the last of whom The Road to Avalon calls by the earlier British name of Bedwyr). There is tremendous power in this story of forbidden love, yet depicting Arthur as a cuckold undermines him as a hero.

Joan Wolf solves this problem by giving Arthur a powerful, passionate love that is also forbidden. This love claims his heart and soul, leaving no room for the beauteous Guinevere except as a friend and advisor. I believed in the bond between Arthur and grave, intuitive Morgan, who understands him better than anyone, just as I believed that Guinevere could love two men. It’s refreshing to read an Arthurian story in which characters aren’t drawn in black and white. Most are sympathetic, flawed people. Even Mordred is a stormy petrel of a young man, weak rather than evil.

Because of the human power of the Arthurian legends, there will always be new versions, all of them with their own insights and interpretations. But The Road to Avalon will remain on my keeper shelf. I’m very glad that it is available again for new readers to discover.

Mary Jo Putney


I

MORGAN

(446–452)


Chapter 1

It had been raining earlier in the day, a chill spring rain, but with the twilight the skies began to clear. There were lanterns burning on the colonnade of the forum as Merlin rode into the main street of Venta. The Romans had been gone from Britain for many years, but Venta was still very much a Roman city. The praetorium, toward which Merlin was riding, however, was no longer the headquarters of a Roman governor but of a British high king.

The courtyard in front of the praetorium was paved and there were guards posted in the sentry boxes. One came forward immediately to challenge the stranger who had just ridden in. The sentry’s voice stopped in mid-sentence, however, as he recognized the face illuminated by his lantern.

“My lord Merlin!”

Merlin nodded. “Yes. I have come to see the king.”

“Let me take your horse, my lord.”

Merlin dismounted, gave his reins to the sentry, and mounted the steps of the praetorium. Five minutes later he was being shown to the middle-size, comfortably furnished room that was the reception room of the king’s private chambers. The man inside was alone, sitting beside a charcoal brazier that was burning against the cool of the spring night. He was a handsome man, his dark hair not yet touched by gray. The lines around his eyes and his mouth, however, gave away his forty-one years. He was dressed in the British style, with a purple-colored tunic worn over tan wool breeches. He did not speak as the older man came into the room.

“Good evening, Uther,” said Merlin in Latin.

The king’s eyes, a startling light gray under black brows and lashes, regarded him without expression. “Merlin,” he said at last. “This is a surprise.” He gestured to a high-backed red-cushioned chair. “Sit.” Then, as his father-in-law obeyed, “Igraine is not here. She is still at Durovarium. She was quite ill this time. The doctors feared for her life.”

“So I heard.” Merlin’s voice was quiet. “That is why I was surprised to learn you had come to Venta. Is there trouble?”

The king shrugged wearily. “There is always trouble this time of year. The spring wind is a Saxon wind. You should know that by now.”

“Yes.” Both men spoke Latin with perfect purity and no trace of a British accent. “Uther,” Merlin said carefully, “I came to see you because it is time to talk about the succession.”

The king’s face settled into harsher lines. There was a pause that seemed much longer than it actually was. Then, “Yes. I suppose it is time.”

“Britain cannot afford a civil war over who is to inherit the high kingship after you.” Merlin leaned a little forward in his urgency. “God knows, I hope you last another twenty years. But we must make provisions, Uther. The Saxons will pour through every crack in our unity.”

At that the king rose to his feet. He was not a tall man, but his shoulders and arms were heavily muscled. He was the son of a Roman, and a Roman he remained, both in looks and in heart. “I know,” he said, now bitterly. “But what is to be done, Merlin? God knows, the Celts will never unite under one of their own. Their jealousy would tear the country apart. And how the wolves would love that!”

Merlin was nodding agreement. “That is why it is so important to have a son of yours inherit. Your son would be both Roman, through you, and Celtic, through Igraine. A natural leader for Britain.”

“For God’s love, Merlin, I have no son! You know that well enough!” Uther rubbed his forehead as if it hurt. “Another stillborn child,” he said heavily. “It is as if God has cursed us. Maybe he has, for the way we came together.”

“You do have a son,” contradicted Merlin. “You forget. There is still Arthur.”

Uther went very still. Merlin watched the smoke curling above the brazier and waited. “We sent Arthur away and gave it out that he was dead. You know that. It is too late to think of Arthur now.”

Merlin let his eyes return to Uther’s face. “We sent Arthur away so he could not stand in the path of your true-born sons. But you have no true-born sons. No other true-born sons. Arthur is not a bastard. Technically, he was born in wedlock.”

The king sat down abruptly. “Yes. He was born three months after we married. And until that time Igraine was wedded to another man. The child’s paternity was very questionable, Merlin.” He made a gesture in response to the flash of expression in Merlin’s eyes. “Oh, not to me. Igraine swore he was mine, and I believe her. But the fact remains that when he was conceived, she was married to Gorlois.”

“You killed Gorlois in single combat and then you married Igraine, even though she was noticeably with child. You would not have done that, Uther, if you had not been sure the child was yours.”

Uther ran a hand through his black hair. “But there would always be a question. You yourself said so.” A note of bitterness crept into the king’s voice. “When Ambrosius died and I became king, it was you who suggested that Arthur be sent away.”

“I know. I know. But Igraine was pregnant again…” Merlin drew a long breath. “Who could have foreseen all these stillbirths?”

Uther looked up from under his level black brows. “What do you propose I do?” he asked, and the bitterness had not quite gone.

“You need do nothing. I will go to Cornwall, fetch the boy, and bring him home with me to Avalon. He will be nine years old now; time enough for him to learn to be a Roman and a king.”

“You remember where he is?”

“I remember where I took him. To Malwyn’s village. I presume he is still there?”

“Yes. I send something to Malwyn every year. She will have taken good care of him. She was always more his mother than Igraine.” He paused as they both remembered Igraine’s refusal to have anything to do with her firstborn child.

“Igraine saw him as a visible sign of her adultery,” Merlin said matter-of-factly. “His existence was a constant scourge to her pride.”

“Well, there is no use now in going over past sins.” Uther’s voice was hard. “At the time, it seemed the prudent thing to send the boy away. We knew he would be cared for, and Malwyn could be trusted to keep the secret of his birth. But you are right, Father-in-law. Things have changed.” Uther straightened his broad shoulders and his voice took on an unmistakable note of authority. “Go into Cornwall and get the boy, but do not tell him, or anyone else, who he is. Let us see first if he has the makings of a king.”

Merlin had straightened too. “I will,” he replied.

“And”—Uther’s pale eyes held Merlin’s—“we will say nothing of this to Igraine.”

After a moment Merlin nodded.

“Good.” The word from Uther was both an approval and a dismissal.

The following morning Merlin left Venta and rode west to Cornwall, the same journey he had made over eight years before when he had been escorting a woman and a baby into exile.

*

Malwyn’s village was some miles east of Tintagel, a long weary ride from Venta. Merlin took Roman roads until he reached Isca Dumnoniorum, and from there he went along local tracks. He stopped at an inn once but otherwise made camp by himself. He was fifty-six years of age, but he had been a soldier under Uther’s father, Constantine, and he had not forgotten his skills.

Malwyn’s village, like most of the villages scattered throughout the Cornish peninsula, was purely Celtic. The Roman legions who had occupied Britain for so many hundreds of years had scarcely left a mark beyond the Tamar. It was early afternoon when Merlin rode into the circle of stone huts that composed the village. The sun was warm, and he saw a number of small children and pigs, but no adults. Then an elderly woman came out of one of the huts and blinked in the sunshine. Merlin called to her and she waited while he dismounted. The mud squished under his feet as he approached her. “Which of these houses belongs to Malwyn?” he asked in British.

A blank look was his only answer. He tried again, speaking more slowly. “Malwyn,” the old woman repeated. She squinted up at him, her eyes almost hidden in a mass of wrinkles. “She be the one with the bastard boy?”

It had been thought best to have Malwyn say that Arthur was her own child. Merlin’s mouth folded at the corners. “Yes,” he said.

“She be dead.”

“Dead?”

“Aye. She died long years ago.” The old woman looked dimly satisfied. “She were one of them Christians,” she added, as if that should explain matters.

“If she is dead, then where is the boy?” Merlin asked sharply.

“He bides with Esus. Her brother.”

“And which dwelling belongs to Esus?”

The old woman pointed, and Merlin turned and walked through the mud toward the indicated hut. He bent his head at the door and called, but there was no reply. He ducked inside for a moment, long enough to see the bareness and smell the odor of animals and ascertain the single room was empty. Once outside, he took a deep breath of air. He had not remembered that the place looked like that.

Evidently some of the children had gone running for their mothers, for as he stood there, uncertain where to look next, two young women with children in their arms and at their skirts appeared from behind a clump of trees. Merlin led his horse toward them. “I am looking for Esus,” he said slowly. “Do you know where he is?”

The women exchanged glances; then the smaller one spoke. “In the fields, with the other men.”

“And Esus’ wife?”

A surprised look. “Esus has no wife.”

Merlin took a deep breath. “And the boy?”

The women looked at each other again, and this time the taller of the two answered him. “The boy is with the sheep, as usual.”

“Where are the sheep?” Merlin asked, and the two of them pointed to a grassy hill about a mile in the distance.

Merlin rode slowly toward the sloping green hill where the village sheep were pastured, and his thoughts were not pleasant. They had not done well, he and Uther, by this boy. Someone, during all these years, should have come to see how things were with him. Uther’s son. His own grandson. Living in that stinking hovel. For how long had Malwyn been dead?

The sheep were grazing on the hill and, seated under a hawthorn bush carving a piece of wood with a knife, was a boy. Merlin walked his horse slowly toward the seated figure and then, when he was almost in front of him, dismounted.

“Arthur?” he asked, his voice not as steady as he would have liked.

The boy had been watching him come. At the name he nodded warily, put down his carving, and stood up. Something about him reminded Merlin forcibly of an animal at bay.

“There is no need to be frightened,” he said gently. “I won’t hurt you.”

The boy’s face was blank and shuttered. He said nothing. Merlin softly stroked his horse’s nose and looked at his grandson.

The boy was Uther’s, there could be no mistake about that: the ink-black hair, the dark brows and lashes, the light gray eyes. But the bone structure was Igraine’s. He was dressed like a peasant and his hair was greasy and there was a dirt smudge on one high cheekbone, but he wore his heritage in every lineament of his face.

Merlin searched for what to say. That blank, shuttered look rejected him before he had even begun. “Arthur,” he began determinedly, “I am here as an emissary from your father.”

The boy said nothing. The look on his face did not change.

“He…he did not know that your…that Malwyn was dead.”

Still nothing.

“How old were you when she died?”

There was a long pause. Merlin was beginning to wonder if the boy had been able to understand him, when Arthur finally spoke. “I don’t know.” His British was the local dialect; his voice was sullen.

Merlin stared at his grandson in frustration. Finally he said baldly, “I have come to take you away.”

Something flashed briefly behind those gray eyes before the shutters came down again. But it was a reaction. Encouraged, Merlin went on with the story he had prepared during his journey to Cornwall. It had to do with Arthur’s fictitious father being an old army friend of his. Flavius, he named him. Flavius had been married, he told the boy, and so unable to marry Malwyn. But he had always intended to send for Arthur. When Flavius had died a few months ago, Merlin had promised to look out for the boy. And so here he was, come to take Arthur home.

The story had not sounded very plausible even when he thought it up. It sounded even less plausible now as he confronted the still, closed face of his grandson. No, Merlin thought heavily, they had not done well by Arthur at all.

For the first time the boy volunteered speech. “Will he let me go?” he asked.

“Do you mean Esus?”

“Yes.”

“I have not yet spoken to him. But he has no claim on you, boy. He will let you go.”

A breeze came rustling up the hill, making Merlin’s cloak swirl around him, lifting the tangled black hair off Arthur’s forehead. It should be a beautiful face, Merlin thought, but it was marred by that sullen, withdrawn expression. “Come,” he said decisively, “we will go and find Esus.”

It was not, in fact, quite as simple as Merlin had anticipated, the business of removing Arthur from his guardian. Esus, large, grim-faced, argumentative, was not inclined to give the boy up easily. It was a matter, Merlin finally gathered, of the yearly payments from Uther.

He got Arthur, finally, because of who he was. Even in Cornwall they knew of Merlin, the Romano-Celtic prince who had been one of Constantine’s captains, who was the father of the queen. He got Arthur, although Esus had not liked it. All through the long discussion the boy had sat to the side and said nothing. When bidden, he had made a packet of his belongings and followed Merlin. He had said nothing to Esus at the parting.

It was late afternoon when they left the village, but Merlin had no disposition to linger within its inhospitable environs. He would be more comfortable sleeping under the stars than in that circular hut with the smoke and the pigs and Esus’ hostility.

They made camp beside a small stream and Merlin shot a rabbit with his bow. The boy ate the meat hungrily and lay down obediently at Merlin’s command. He was asleep almost instantly.

Merlin looked at the tousled black hair of his sleeping grandson, illuminated by the dying light of the fire. The boy was no dirtier than most village-dwellers, but he was a long way from Merlin’s fastidious Roman standards of cleanliness. Tomorrow, he thought, he would bathe Arthur in the stream. He had brought fresh clothes for the boy in his own saddlebag. With a bath and clean clothes, the boy would look presentable enough to bring to Avalon.

Arthur made no objection when Merlin announced his intentions the following morning. The sun was bright and warm and Merlin even went so far as to strip himself and step into the cold, running water. Arthur followed suit a little gingerly. Clearly, bathing was not a familiar occupation for him. The sun slanted through the trees, casting dapples of light and shade on the water and on their naked bodies. Merlin watched Arthur’s tentative splashes, and reached out toward the boy to wet his hair. Arthur, moving like lightning, leapt back out of his reach. Merlin was so startled he almost lost his balance.

The boy’s fists were raised in front of him, his whole thin, child’s body tensed. “Don’t touch me,” he snarled.

Merlin stared, stunned by the expression on the boy’s face. After a moment, when he had recovered his breath, “I was just going to wash your hair,” he said quietly.

“I’ll do it,” Arthur said. Then, “I don’t like to be touched.”

“All right,” Merlin replied with as much composure as he could muster. “You do it, then.”

When they were finished bathing, and Arthur was dry, Merlin brought out the clothes from his saddlebag. “For you,” he said. He did not attempt to hand them to the boy, but laid them down and backed away so that Arthur could pick them up himself.

The mark on the boy’s cheek had not been dirt but a fading bruise. And as Arthur had washed in the stream, Merlin had clearly seen the thin white scars that crisscrossed the boy’s back and buttocks and thighs.

No wonder Arthur had made no complaint about leaving Esus.

Merlin’s thoughts were bleak as he broke camp and prepared to start north and east. Whether Arthur would make a king or no, he was thankful he had come to Cornwall to find this grandson. He only hoped, for both their sakes, that he had not come too late.


Chapter 2

Merlin got him a pony. There were only two horses in the village and Arthur had never ridden them, but he did not tell that to Merlin. Instead he watched carefully as Merlin mounted, and then he did the same.

The pony was splendid. Arthur let his legs hang down and relaxed into the horse’s back. He could feel the stretch of muscles right through the saddle.

The man, Merlin, was talking. “We are going to my villa of Avalon. Avalon will be your new home. I think you will like it. It’s called Avalon because of its apple orchards. It’s famous for its apple orchards.”

The man spoke softly, gently, clearly. As if he were speaking to an idiot, Arthur thought. He shot Merlin a look from under lowered lashes. He didn’t know what the man’s motives were, but he didn’t trust him. It wasn’t likely that he had ridden all the way into Cornwall just to collect the son of an “old friend.”

“It used to be one of the most famous villas in the country,” the man was going on. “My family were princes of the Durotriges tribe, and they built the villa as their palace.” The old man gave him a deprecating look. “It’s not a palace any longer, Arthur. It is a working farm. But in these troubled days, it is luxury to have all you need at your fingertips, I suppose.”

Princes of the Durotriges. Arthur was even more suspicious. What could this man want with him? A sudden thought crossed his mind. He had heard of what some men did with boys. His nostrils flared a little as he looked at the man riding so calmly beside him.

Iron-gray hair, still very thick. Finely drawn features. Blue eyes. His red woolen cloak was clasped at his shoulder by a brooch of obvious value. Arthur relaxed a little. Such a man would not need to seek out an obscure Cornish boy to satisfy his deviant tastes.

Merlin was still talking about this Avalon. “There are several other people living in the house besides myself. First there is Ector, my steward and my friend. He was a soldier under Ambrosius before he was wounded. He has a son who also lives at Avalon. Caius, or Cai as he is always called. You and he can have lessons together. He is about your age.”

Arthur was not sure of his own age. He said, looking straight ahead, “How old is this Cai?”

“Ten. A year older than you.”

Nine. The old man sounded very positive about that. “He’s big for his age,” Merlin was going on, “but very nice. You won’t have to worry about Cai.”

Arthur was not worried about any boy. He had learned long ago to take care of himself with other boys. He said, a little gruffly, “I don’t know how to read. Or write.”

“Of course you don’t. How should you?” Merlin responded easily. “That will come first, naturally. I think I shall start by giving you lessons with Morgan. Morgan is my daughter. She’s eight and it’s time she learned to read and write too.”

Lessons with a girl. Well, he would take lessons with a dog if he had to. He would do anything to learn to read.

And no matter what happened, or what the old man’s motives were, at least Merlin had taken him away from him.

*

It was late in the afternoon of a golden spring day that Arthur first saw Avalon, of the apple trees. The orchards were in bloom and they rode in through a magnificent canopy of blossoms, pink and white against the green grass and the cobalt sky. For a brief moment, Arthur found himself wondering if the old man might be one of the fairy folk taking him to an enchanted world beyond the earth.

Merlin was watching his face. “Arthur,” he asked gently. “Do you never smile?”

Arthur stiffened and just then the house came into view.

It had been built as a palace, Merlin had told him, and it looked like a palace to Arthur. The single-story house was built of gray stone and stretched out on three sides of a great cobbled courtyard. “The main part of the house is the wing in front of us,” Merlin was saying as they rode into the courtyard. “That wing,” and he gestured to their right, “is mainly bedrooms, and this opposite wing contains the baths.” He halted his horse and shouted. In a minute a man came running.

“Welcome home, my lord.”

“Thank you, Marcus. Take the horses to the stable, please.”

The stocky brown-haired man nodded and picked up both sets of reins. He glanced once at Arthur before he led the animals away.

“Come,” said Merlin, and strode toward the great front door. Arthur followed.

The large double door opened into an imposing vestibule. Beyond the vestibule was a great mosaic-tiled room, with a marble dais at one end. The throne room of the princes of the Durotriges, Arthur thought with a mixture of derision and awe. He followed Merlin across the room and into another room that opened off it. This room was much smaller and distinctly more cozy. It was furnished with wicker chairs and leather stools, and an old couch leaned against the far wall. This floor too was of varicolored mosaic tile.

“Sit down,” Merlin said, and gestured to one of the wicker chairs. “I’ll find Ector and be right back.”

Arthur sat warily on the edge of the indicated chair.

A long time seemed to pass. Then a voice spoke to him in Latin from the doorway and he looked up to find a small girl regarding him solemnly.

“I don’t speak Latin,” he said shortly.

The child came into the room. “I’m Morgan,” she said in British. “Who are you?”

“Arthur,” he replied, and looked at Merlin’s daughter.

Her gown had grass stains on the skirt and her hair was hanging untidily down her back. It was light brown and it badly needed a comb. He looked at her face and met the biggest, most luminous brown eyes he had ever seen. The child crossed the room and pulled up a stool next to his chair. “Was that your pony Marcus brought to the stable?” she inquired, seating herself.

“Yes.”

“He’s nice. We can give him an apple later, if you like.”

He didn’t know that ponies liked apples. “You must have a lot of extra apples,” he commented, and she laughed.

There was a heavy step outside the door, and then Merlin was back, bringing with him a tall broad-shouldered man with graying brown hair and a noticeable limp. “Oh, here you are, Morgan,” her father said. “Have you met Arthur?”

“Yes.” Morgan kissed her father on the cheek and Merlin said, “Ector, this is Flavius’ son. His name is Arthur.”

The man bestowed a smile upon him and said kindly, “Welcome to Avalon, Arthur.”

Arthur watched the two men with a steady, unblinking stare, and nodded.

“It’s almost time for dinner,” Merlin said briskly. “I want a bath first, though. The roads are still full of mud. I’ll show you to your bedroom, Arthur, and you can change your clothes.”

The boy’s face never altered, but he took a step forward. Then he felt a small hand slip into his own. “I’ll show him, Father,” Morgan offered. “He can have the bedroom next to mine.”

There was a pause; then Merlin answered, “Very well. Show Arthur the bedroom, and then you can direct him to the baths if he wants, Morgan.”

“I will.” Arthur felt a strong tug on his arm. “Come along, Arthur,” Morgan said. Then, when they were in the next room, “I want to show you my dog.”

*

Morgan’s dog was a mongrel, with one ear half chewed off. “Isn’t he wonderful?” she asked as the dog came to thrust its muzzle lovingly into her hand. Her brown eyes were looking at Arthur with perfect naturalness and trust. She might have known him all her life.

Arthur had expected the daughter of a house like this to have a purebred. He caressed the dog’s head gently and asked, “What’s his name?”

“Horatius.”

“Hello there, Horatius,” the boy said, and squatted easily on his heels. The dog nuzzled him.

“I found him wandering in the woods one day,” Morgan explained. “He was hungry and he’d obviously been in a couple of fights. Do you have a dog?”

He shook his head. He would not have brought a dog home to live with Esus.

“Horatius likes you. You can share him if you like.”

He raised his head sharply and looked at her. “Why should you share your dog with me?”

The big brown eyes looked serenely back. No eyes had ever looked at him like that before, as if they were looking just at him, and liking what they saw. “Because he likes you,” she answered simply. “He’s afraid of most people. I think he must have been cruelly mistreated once. But he likes you.”

Her words made him feel strange. “Your bedroom is next door,” she said. “I’ll show you.”

His own room. There was actually a bed, a wooden platform with a mattress and blankets and pillows. The floor was red tile. There was a brazier for warmth.

“It’s very nice,” he managed.

She looked at him solemnly. “Are you going to live here now, Arthur?”

He answered cautiously, trying it out. “Yes. I am.”

She smiled. He had never seen such a smile. “Oh, good,” she said. “Then you can be my friend.”

It was impossible not to respond to that radiant look. “Yes,” he said. And felt something hard and tight and hurtful in his chest begin to relax.

*

He met Cai at dinner, a tall, big-boned boy with very steady hazel eyes. In deference to Arthur they all spoke British. They were dressed in British garb as well, and sat at the table on benches in the British fashion, but Arthur sensed that this was not really a Celtic household.

Their usual speech was obviously Latin. And the villa itself was nothing a Celt would have built. There was a whole wing devoted just to baths! The princes of the Durotriges had evidently embraced Rome with a whole heart.

Morgan sat on the bench beside him, dressed now in a clean blue gown and white wool tunic. Her hair was neatly combed and hung down her back to her waist. Her small hand with its fragile wrist dipped into the meat platter. Arthur followed suit.

Merlin was talking. “Tomorrow Cai can take you around the estate, Arthur. Show you the farms, the stables and orchards, all that sort of thing.”

Cai nodded. “Be happy to,” he said pleasantly to Arthur. Merlin looked at his grandson as well. The boy’s face was perfectly expressionless.

“May I come too?” asked Morgan.

Cai sighed. “Morgan, whenever you come somewhere with me you are sure to find a bird with a broken wing or a cat with a cut paw, and then we have to come home so you can take care of it.”

“Well, you wouldn’t want to leave a wounded animal, Cai,” Morgan said reasonably.

“No. But why is it you who always find them?”

“I don’t know.” Morgan was clearly puzzled by this herself. “I just do.” She asked again, “Please, Cai, may I come?”

Cai was saying, “Oh, I suppose so,” when Merlin chanced to look once again at Arthur.

The boy was watching Morgan, and on his mouth there was a very faint smile.


Chapter 3

Merlin looked at the three children who were seated around the large library table of polished wood. The spring sun slanted in through the window and pooled on the darker inlay in front of Arthur. Dust motes danced in the air, watched by Morgan with concentrated interest. The two boys watched Merlin. As Merlin’s eyes touched Arthur’s face, he realized, with a small shock of surprise, that it was almost two years ago to the day that he had brought the boy to Avalon.

In two years, that sullen young savage had made great strides. He had learned to speak and read and write in fluent Latin and today was embarking on the course of study for which he had been brought to Avalon. Merlin was going to teach his grandson to be a leader of men.

Cai was to be included in the lessons as well. Merlin was fond of Ector’s son; also, it would look distinctly odd if he singled Arthur out for special attention. The rumor already was that Arthur was Merlin’s son. Not that it was necessarily a bad thing for the boy to think; nor was it far from the actual truth.

Merlin’s eyes went from Arthur’s face to Morgan. His daughter, of course, had no business at all being in this class. She should be with the women, learning how to weave and sew. But she wanted to do everything that Arthur did, and Merlin had given in to her without much protest. There was no doubt that Arthur was easier to handle when Morgan was present. Alone, he was reserved, impenetrable almost. With Morgan he was a different boy: relaxed and approachable. And so here she sat, his ten-year-old daughter, about to learn how to be a leader of men.

The boys were still watching him. “Today,” he said pleasantly, “we are about to begin a series of lessons that will teach you both,” he could not seriously include Morgan in this discussion, “how best to be of service to your country.” He paused. “The high king has been fighting the Saxons for over eleven years now, and still they come, pushing always from the east, trying to overwhelm us, to take Britain for themselves. In a few years you boys will be of an age to fight. Well and good. But the high king does not need just fighters. He needs leaders. Men who know how to command other men.

“This is what I wish to teach you, the art of competent leadership.” He looked into Cai’s serious hazel eyes and then into the cool gray gaze of his grandson. “I learned leadership myself from a master,” he continued. “I learned from Constantine, the Comes Britanniarum, the Count of Britain, one of the greatest of Roman soldiers.”

The children had heard often enough of Merlin’s old commander, the Count of Britain.

“May we ask questions, sir?” It was Arthur’s voice, still a boy’s voice but with a cool and detached note that made it sound as if it belonged to someone much older.

“Yes.”

“I have wondered how, if Constantine were such a great soldier, the empire spared him to Britain.”

Merlin leaned back in his chair and stretched his shoulders. “A fair enough question,” he agreed. “Britain was hardly one of the empire’s first priorities, after all. Why, then, you wonder, should Rome send us one of her finest soldiers?”

At Arthur’s almost imperceptible nod, he went on. “Very well. Constantine is as good a place as any to start.” He frowned a little, fixed his eyes on the little splash of sunlight on the table, and began.

“Constantine came from a great Roman military family. When he was about your age,” and his eyes briefly scanned the politely attentive face of his grandson, “he was sent to Constantinople to attend the Emperor Theodosius’ Imperial School. This was a school for future Roman generals, and it included all the finest highborn barbarian princes, as well as Romans like Constantine. Alaric the Goth was one of the pupils.”

“Alaric!” It was Cai’s quick exclamation. “Do you mean the Alaric who sacked Rome?”

“Yes,” said Merlin dryly. “I do.”

“He learned his lessons too well,” said Morgan. She was gazing now at her father, her small chin propped on her hand. She had begun to pay attention once Merlin started to talk about Constantine.

“So it would seem,” Arthur murmured, and cast her a look of affectionate amusement.

Merlin went back to gazing at the splash of sunlight. “The Imperial School flourished until the year 394,” he continued. “That was the year of the Battle of Aquileia against the traitor Arbogast. Constantine, along with most of the other boys from the school, fought in that terrible battle.” He looked from the sun spot to Cai and then to Arthur. “We will study that battle someday,” he promised.

Arthur’s black eyebrows rose fractionally, and he nodded.

Merlin continued. “Constantine’s brave leadership at Aquileia caught the eye of the great Roman general Stilicho. He became a prodigy of Stilicho’s and rose high in the ranks of the army. Then, in 408, Stilicho was treacherously executed by the Emperor Honorius, and Constantine was banished from Rome. In 410, as you know”—he cocked an eyebrow at Morgan—”Alaric sacked Rome. The last of our own legions were recalled from Britain, and we were left to defend ourselves as best we could against the Saxons and the painted people from the north. Britain continued to beg the empire for help, however, and in 415 Honorius created the position of the Count of Britain. The count’s job was to assist the native British tribes defend what was left of Rome in Britain. In order to do this, Honorius detached a mobile field army from his legions in Gaul and sent it to Britain under the command of the count.”

Merlin raised one elegantly groomed eyebrow. “The job of Count of Britain was not, as you correctly surmised, Arthur, a desirable one and so it was given to a man who had fallen from imperial favor: Constantine.”

“Was Constantine successful in pushing back the barbarians?” asked Morgan.

“He was successful against the Saxons, but then the painted people began to raid across the wall. We went north, to try to push them back…”

Merlin broke off. Even after all these years, it hurt him to speak of that terrible time. He had been eighteen years old when he first joined Constantine and he had loved the Roman more than any other man in the world. “Constantine was betrayed,” he said in a hard, cold voice. “It was said he was killed in a Pictish raid, but that was not true. It was the Celts. He was killed by one of Vortigern’s men. I could never prove it, but I know it is so. The Celts were afraid Constantine would restore the empire in Britain, and so they killed him and set up one of their own, Vortigern, as high king. If I had not gotten Constantine’s sons, Ambrosius and Uther, away to Armorica, they would have been killed too.”

The rest of the lesson was spent in recounting the history of Vortigern’s rule and Ambrosius’ triumphant return. The children were satisfactorily attentive, and Merlin dismissed them two hours before dinner.

Morgan and Arthur went to their usual place by the river. They had constructed a platform in a beech tree the previous year, and they loved to sit there, high above the ground, screened from view by the beech’s branches, and watch the river, read, or talk. Morgan had changed into breeches and she and Arthur sat now, crossed-legged and identically dressed, throwing dice and talking.

“Poor Father,” Morgan said as she idly rolled the dice in her palm. “I think he finds it very frustrating not to be on better terms with Uther.”

“I think so too,” Arthur returned. They spoke in British, as they invariably did when they were alone. Arthur’s thick black hair slid down across his forehead and he pushed it back with a quick, characteristic gesture. “Why isn’t he, Morgan?”

She lifted her head, and the sun, shining through the leaves of the tree, dappled her hair and face with light. Her hair had just been trimmed and it hung like soft brown silk halfway down her back. Almost absently, Arthur reached out and touched the shining, evenly trimmed ends. Morgan said seriously, “He used to be, I think, until he married my mother.”

Arthur rubbed his thumb gently back and forth across the lock of hair he held. “What do you mean?”

“I heard this from Justina, you understand,” Morgan cautioned with amusement. Justina was her nurse and an inveterate gossip.

Arthur’s eyes mirrored the expression in hers. “Go on,” he prompted. He dropped her hair and she leaned back against the tree trunk and rested her arms around her drawn-up knees.

“According to Justina,” she began, “my father and Uther used to be fast friends. As my father was friends with Ambrosius. When Ambrosius died and Uther became king and married Igraine, my father was his closest adviser. Then Merlin married my mother, and Uther and Igraine turned against him.”

Arthur’s black brows drew together. “But why?”

“Well, Nimue, my mother, was a granddaughter of Maximus, the Maximus the British legions raised to be emperor. Uther was afraid that Merlin was setting up a royal house to rival his own.” Morgan waved an insect away from her face. “Actually, Justina blames Igraine for the quarrel more than Uther.” She shrugged. “At any rate, both Uther and Igraine insisted that Nimue was an enchantress, to have seduced my poor old father into marriage. Father was furious, as you can well imagine. He does not think of himself as old.”

Arthur grinned. “He does not,” he agreed.

Morgan continued, matter-of-factly, “Then I was born and my mother died. Father and Uther made it up after a bit, but I don’t think Father ever quite forgave Igraine.”

“She never comes here.” Arthur produced two pears and handed one to Morgan, who took a healthy bite.

“I met her once,” she said around the pear in her mouth, “when I was little and my sister Morgause was married. She came to the wedding and left again almost immediately.” Morgan finished chewing and said penitently, “I shouldn’t be unkind. She has had a very sad life, Igraine. All those dead babies!”

“You have never been unkind in your life,” Arthur said. His strong young teeth crunched into his own pear.

“But isn’t it sad, Arthur?”

“It’s sad for Igraine, I suppose.” Arthur took another bite. “But it’s even sadder for Britain. Uther has no son to follow him in the high kingship.”

“Justina says it’s a judgment on Igraine for betraying her first husband, Gorlois.”

Arthur’s fine nostrils quivered with derision. “Justina would.” He finished his pear, picked up the three dice, and began to roll them in his palm.

Morgan watched his thin brown hand, a frown puckering her brow. “I think Father has started his own imperial school,” she said after a short pause. Her eyes were still on his hand. “And it’s not for Cai.”

The hand stilled. “I know,” said Arthur, and she looked at his face. His hair had fallen forward again, almost to the level black line of his brows. Their eyes met. “He has some plan for me. I wish I knew what it was.”

“Everyone thinks it is because you are his son.”

“Well, I’m not.” They had talked of this before. “My mother told me too many times that I looked just like my father. I don’t look at all like Merlin.” There were two sharp lines between his brows. “My mother didn’t lie.”

Morgan nodded solemnly and took a last bite out of her pear. “We’ll find out who you are one day.” She tossed the core out of the tree and gave him a humorous look. “I liked it better when we were reading Virgil.”

The frown lifted from Arthur’s face. “Pius Aeneas,” he said. “So noble. And so tedious.”

“Don’t let Merlin catch you saying that,” she warned, and he laughed.

“Never!” he said in Latin. Then, rising to his feet, “It’s getting late. We’ll miss dinner if we don’t hurry.”

The two children climbed out of the tree, Morgan as nimbly as Arthur, and began to walk hand in hand back to the house.

*

As time went on, Morgan continued to attend Merlin’s lectures, but left the boys to themselves when they went into the field to learn the physical arts of war. Ector was their chief instructor at first; then, as the boys improved, Merlin began to import a series of “experts” for the various disciplines of war and leadership. Over the years, Avalon became accustomed to a procession of strange men who would spend a few months instructing Arthur and Cai before they departed as mysteriously as they had come.

The boys learned the correct use of the lance, pike halberd-ax, long-sweep sword from horseback, short sword for afoot, and the long sword. They learned about siege engines and circumvallation and entrenchment. They learned how to use their voices so they could reach every corner of a battlefield and still be understood. And every day Ector had them out on the grass wrestling. The sport that Arthur and Cai had once played merely as a release for excess boyish energy now became a daily occupation of forced excellence.

“Excellence” was Merlin’s favorite word. “Your Christian religion teaches you why you are in this world: to serve God,” he told them. “But the thing you must teach yourselves is that the highest service is to excel. It was to excel in everything that you were born into this world. If you do not excel, then you were born in vain.”

Merlin’s lectures were always addressed impartially to both boys, but Arthur knew the old man was talking to him. Why this should be so, he did not know. But that it was so, he was certain.

And it was in his nature to excel. He could feel it in himself as he answered the challenges constantly posed by his teachers. Even the wrestling with Cai became a challenge, and it was not long before Arthur had learned to use leverage to compensate for his slighter weight.

He could ride better than Cai, too. He could ride better than the cavalryman Merlin brought to Avalon to teach them. It was the use of horse in battle that most interested Arthur. He read all of Xenophon’s comments on cavalry, and he questioned Merlin relentlessly on Constantine’s use of horse.

“The Battle of Adrianople established definitively the value of heavy cavalry,” Merlin told his pupil. “It was one of the most nearly total defeats ever suffered by a Roman army. The cavalry of the Goths cut the legions to pieces. From Adrianople on, cavalry formed an important part of the Roman army. Stilicho used it at Aquileia when he defeated Arbogast.”

Arthur, however, drew his own conclusions from Merlin’s talk. “It seems to me that the Romans never learned the proper use of heavy cavalry,” he said to Cai one chill winter day when the boys were in the baths after some strenuous work with lances. “Constantine had light cavalry, but he never used it in direct attack.”

“Don’t say that to Merlin,” Cai replied humorously. “You know how he feels about everything Roman.”

“I know.” Arthur ducked under the water and came up, his dark head sleek as a seal’s. He gave Cai an ironic look. “The empire is more his religion than Christ.”

Cai sat on the side of the bath. At fourteen he was very tall, with shoulders that would one day be massive as his father’s. At present, however, he had an unfinished look. He had grown so quickly that the rest of his body had never quite caught up to his height. He was intelligent, kind, steady as a rock. He was a year older than Arthur, but had resigned himself without resentment to the fact that he would never quite be the younger boy’s equal.

Arthur got out of the bath and began to towel his hair. Cai took the opportunity to study the scars on the other boy’s back. If Arthur knew he was looking at them, he would be angry. He hated anyone to notice his scars, and he had a collection of them. There was one above his right eyebrow, one on the side of his chin, and a particularly wicked-looking one on his left knee. Cai had asked only once about them. It was then that he had discovered that Arthur had the nastiest tongue of anyone he had ever met.

He had learned the origin of those scars from Ector, and had immediately forgiven Arthur his bad temper. Over the years his feelings for the younger boy had coalesced into a mixture of pride, admiration, and protectiveness—the feelings of a generous-hearted older brother toward a particularly brilliant younger sibling.

Arthur tossed his hair back and began to dry his shoulders with another towel. At thirteen he had the body of a dancer, light-framed, graceful, quick.

“In some ways Merlin is right,” he said to Cai as he began to dress. “Romanitas still stands for civilization. It stands for regulated government and the freedom to live in peace. But the empire itself is crumbling. We in Britain are only a small part of the fight against the darkness.”

Cai too began to dress. “My father says that the Saxons are massing for a strike in the spring. The high king is trying to gather the Celtic princes to his standard to oppose them.”

Arthur stared at him, a line like a sword between his straight black brows. “If only I were not so young!”

Cai reached out to put a hand on the other boy’s shoulder. “Don’t worry,” he said comfortably. “The Saxons will wait for you, Arthur.” And he reached for his own tunic.


Chapter 4

“Leadership is always the management of men,” said Merlin. “Failure in the management of men cannot be compensated for by success in other things. A leader must always be aware of his public function. He cannot consider his affairs as private, even to himself.”

The window was open, and the soft air of July came blowing in. Merlin’s pupil appeared to be listening attentively, but Merlin was certain his thoughts were elsewhere. The sound of laughter floated in the window with the breeze and Merlin looked out into the courtyard and saw his daughter. She was carrying a basket of berries and her pony was following her, trying to eat them.

Arthur was now Merlin’s sole pupil. It had been a very long time since Morgan had come to class. And this year Cai, now sixteen, had gone off to join the high king’s army. The Saxons grew ever more aggressive, and Uther was hard-put to contain them.

“The Celtic princes are sorry now for the error they made when they invited Hengist and his kind to settle in Britain,” Merlin said, following this line of thought. He looked at Arthur, inviting a reply.

The boy’s long lashes lowered, half-screening his eyes. “Vortigern may have been a Celt, but he was following good Roman precedent,” he answered. “The painted people of the north were pouring across the wall and Vortigern could not contain them. So he invited one set of barbarians in to harry the other.” He raised his lashes and looked at Merlin. “It worked often enough for Rome.”

Merlin stared back at his grandson’s light eyes and deeply suntanned face. Even now, after six years, it was difficult for him to know what Arthur was thinking. “It worked for Rome, but it didn’t work for Vortigern. Why, Arthur?”

The boy had evidently worked that one out long ago; he didn’t even have to think about his reply. “Vortigern did not have Rome’s resources,” he said. “Nor did he have any understanding of what was happening in the world around him. The barbarian tribes had been on the move for a hundred years before his time: the Huns, the Goths, the Alanni, pushing westward, always westward.” Arthur’s thin brown fingers played with the stylus he was holding. “Vortigern unwittingly opened the door of Britain to a part of this mass migration of people, the Saxons.” He put the stylus down. “He let the wolf into the fold,” he concluded soberly, “and now they come by the thousands, pushing ever further in from the coast, sacking our towns and laying waste the country, harrying our people as wolves harry the sheep in a time of famine.”

“A very good analysis,” Merlin said after a moment. “The Celtic princes saw their mistake only when it was too late. Then they killed Vortigern and welcomed Ambrosius back from Armorica and installed him as high king. They learned at last that it is Roman leadership and Roman ability that are Britain’s only hope against the Saxons.”

It was the gospel he had preached to Arthur for six long years. This time Arthur answered him quietly, almost casually, “The only hope for us lies in our forgetting that we are Celts or Romans and remembering only that we are Britons.”

Merlin was staring at his grandson’s profile when there came the sound of a dog’s joyous bark from the courtyard. A smile touched Arthur’s mouth. “Horatius has been reunited with Morgan,” he said.

“Run along,” Merlin said abruptly. “It’s too lovely a day to be indoors.”

In less than two minutes he saw Arthur join Morgan in the courtyard.

*

They took their ponies and went out to the open country, away from the vale of Avalon and into the hills. There was a particular place they often visited, a wild valleyside where the flowers were riotous and there were tufts of heather, and it was there that they stopped and unbridled their ponies to let them graze. Horatius stretched out in the shade near Morgan, and Arthur did the same, resting his head in her lap as she leaned back against a fir tree. It was cool here, out of the sun, and he closed his eyes in pleasure, confiding the weight of his head to her with long-accustomed ease. She put her hand on his black hair, tousled by the ride and now on a level with her knees.

“Father was unusually brief this morning,” she said.

“There’s nothing more he can teach me.” His voice was matter-of-fact. Sleepy. He was clearly enjoying the touch of her hand. “He has his instrument, all tuned and ready. Now we must see what he plans to do with it.”

“You’re only fifteen,” she said.

He looked up into her brown eyes. “I’ll go next year,” he said. “I must. Cai went at sixteen.”

“I know.”

He drew her hand down to his mouth for a minute, and then he sat up. “I’m too young!” he said fiercely. His eyebrows were tense with frustration. “Too young to go to war, too young to marry you. But I don’t feel young, Morgan. I feel…” He ran a hand through his tangled hair. His peaceful mood had quite vanished. His nostrils were pinched-looking, his eyes narrowed.

Morgan bent her head. “I know,” she said again.

He looked over at her. Her round head, with its long, evenly cut silken hair, was bowed. He could see the nape of her neck where her hair parted. It was milk-white, unlike the tanned skin of her cheeks and forehead. He could almost feel the softness of her nape under his hand.

Morgan belonged to him and he belonged to Morgan. If only they were not so young!

As always, her thoughts marched with his. “Promise me,” she said, “promise me that you will marry me before you go away.”

They looked at each other, and as they gazed, the mask of youth fell away from them. No one who knew them would have recognized the grave and adult expression that came across both young faces.

“Will he let us?” Arthur asked. “You are his daughter, and God alone knows who I am.”

“I don’t know. I don’t care. We’ll do it anyway.”

He moved to sit beside her, putting an arm around her shoulder and holding her to him. He was always amazed at the strength and the resilience of her slight young body. “Yes,” he said. “We’ll do it anyway.”

*

“Here the young people come now,” Ector said heartily as Arthur and Morgan came into the dining room. He smiled at the two of them as they took their seats.

Ector was by far the least complicated member of the Avalon household. He was almost as fond of Arthur and Morgan as he was of his own boy, and he still thought of them all as children. Arthur and Morgan in particular he saw as children; they still roamed the woods on their ponies, spent afternoons nested high in their tree house, and roughhoused with Morgan’s collection of animals.

The old steward looked now at Morgan, who was seated at his right hand. She was dexterously using her knife, and when he spoke to her, she lifted her head to reply, her teeth flashing white in her small suntanned face. He watched her as she stuffed food into herself like the hungry child she was, and thought, not for the first time, that someday she was going to be a lovely woman. She was lovely already, with her long brown hair tucked behind her small ears and spreading in a smooth fan to her waist. Her remarkable brown eyes were fixed now on her plate, but he knew all too well how they dominated the small, pure oval of her face.

Little Morgan, he thought affectionately. So solemn, so gentle, mothering her collection of wounded, orphaned animals, binding up all the boys’ cuts and scrapes from the practice field. Beside him her hand reached out for more meat. The fragile wrist was scored where a thorn bush had caught it, one finger wore a scab, and two others were stained yellow from the dye she had been making that morning.

She was fourteen. In a year or two, when it was time for her to marry, perhaps Merlin would think of Cai. Cai would like it, his father knew. Apart from its being a very good match, Cai had always been very fond of Morgan.

From across the table came Merlin’s voice, asking him a question. Ector pulled his thoughts back to the present and made a reply.

*

Two days later Merlin left for Venta. He had seen Uther at least once a year since Arthur had come to Avalon, but now he was going to meet the high king for one specific reason. Arthur’s education was finished; the time had come for Uther to acknowledge his heir.

How he has aged. It was Merlin’s first thought when he was shown into Uther’s presence. The sun was shining and the day was warm, but the high king had a brazier going and he sat next to it, huddled like an old man against the chill.

“Are you well, Uther?” Merlin asked sharply.

Uther’s dark skin had a decidedly sallow cast. There was gray at his temples. “I’ve had a cough,” he said. “It’s getting better. Sit down, Merlin.” He gestured impatiently to a chair. Then, when the older man was seated, “Well?”

Merlin permitted himself a smile. “He is ready.”

“Ah.” Uther’s aquiline nose looked more prominent than once it had. He leaned back in his chair. “Tell me about him,” he said.

Merlin had spoken of Arthur before, of course: of his progress, his intelligence. Now he said what he really thought. “This is a boy like a drawn sword, Uther. I have thought for several years now that the reason you and Igraine had no more children was that God had ordained Arthur to be our king. I think he was born for Britain, Uther. Born to lead us out from under the darkness of the barbarian nightmare. I think he will be a king such as we have never yet seen in this land.”

Uther was staring at him; Merlin did not often indulge in hyperbole. “Are you serious?” the king said at last.

“Yes.”

In the heat of the room Uther was wearing a cloak, and now he pulled it more closely around him. “He is fifteen,” he said grimly. “Too young yet.” His face became even sharper. “I hope to God I can give him a few more years, Merlin.”

“Are you that ill?”

“I feel wretched,” the king replied frankly. “The doctors tell me I will recover, however, so there is hope.”

“Shall I bring the boy to Venta?”

“No. Not yet.” Uther’s hands clenched on the arm of his chair. “He is safe at Avalon; let’s keep him there for now. I have another campaign in the north this fall, and I don’t trust my allies. There are too many small kings who would like to become the next high king and would not be pleased to discover the existence of a son of mine. I might not be able to keep him safe in Venta.”

Merlin frowned and nodded, remembering Constantine.

“I would like to see him myself, though,” said Uther, and for the first time emotion showed on his face. “I will come to Avalon.”

Merlin looked away from the longing in the king’s eyes and slowly shook his head. “Not unless you are prepared to acknowledge him.”

Uther’s pale eyes blazed. “If I wish to see him, I will. This is not your decision.”

Merlin turned his head and met that burning gaze
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